The book is a virtual goldmine of information about child and family welfare in British Columbia, covering almost a century of history on a vital subject. The four major sections of the book cover: (i) the caring for children in institutions during the early part of the twentieth century; (ii) policy perspectives as they developed in the following period; (iii) the professionalization of social work practice from 1935 to the 1960s; and (iv) campaigns for welfare reform. Fifteen social work professionals each contributed a chapter to the enterprise, offering a wide variety of perspectives on important aspects of the subject.
Viewing the book's contents from an educator's perspective, three significant themes may be noted, namely, (i) the care and education of children during the period outlined by the writers; (ii) the role of women in our sister profession; and (iii) the formalization of social work education. Most papers in the collection (eight of which are drawn from journal articles and other books) address these issues.
Part 1 of the book outlines the care of children in British Columbia during the early years of the province's history. Diane Purvey documents the history of the Alexandra Orphanage in Vancouver from 1892 to 1938, Robert Adamowski details the origin and function of the Vancouver Children's Aid Society, and Indiana Matters provides a glimpse into the institutional life of girls who, between 1914 and 1937, were sent by the courts to the Provincial Industrial Home for Girls. Patrick A. Duane rounds out the first part of the book with a look at child immigrants and their treatment by the Fairbridge Society of British Columbia between 1931 and 1951. The general opinion of these writers is that children's voices were faint in these institutions and their educational welfare was sadly neglected. In fact, of the some eighty thousand destitute and disadvantaged child immigrants Canada received from Britain between the 1860s and the 1920s, the majority never did become farmers or nannies as promised. The majority of boys ended up in forest industries or in manufacturing and the building trades and the girls became "domestics, cooks, waitresses, or hospital maids" (115).
The second part of the book deals with policy-making in regard to three specific groups of children -Doukhobor children, adopted children, and "mentally deficient" children. Mentally deficient children were seen to threaten British Columbia society, morally, biologically, and economically. They were viewed as demonized and relegated to the "cure of incarceration." Then, while over the years since 1912 one segment of the Doukhobor community resisted efforts to enroll its children in public schools, by 1932 provincial authorities "rescued" some 365 Doukhobor children and divided them up among orphanages, foster homes, and other institutions to be educated for three years until their parents were released from prison.
Becoming recognized as legitimate professions in Canada has been a passion of teachers and social workers for a long time. In the early days of both callings, preparation time was quite brief and only recently has a university degree been required of Reviews/Recensions | 245 practitioners. In fact, by the mid 1950s, only seven Canadian universities offered degrees in social work -British Columbia, Dalhousie, Laval, Manitoba, McGill, Ottawa, and Toronto. In an article entitled, "Social Work Education at UBC in the 1950s: A Student Perspective," Brian Wharf praises the gains made in the quality of professional training over the past half-century, but also comments on unfortunate changes. Today many university offices are vacant as faculty members conduct research at home on their computers and student complete their training through distance education. Face to face contact and informal dialogue have been replaced by modern technology.
The role of women in social work is outlined by Marilyn Callahan in a paper entitled "Beyond Stereotypes of Old Maids and Grand Dames: Women as Insurgents in Child Welfare in British Columbia." Because most social workers until recently have been female and thus seen as threatening to the status quo, demeaning stereotypes of them were quickly invented to defuse any professional progress they may have made at the time. Lady Bountifuls, like Grand Dames, as social workers were called, were viewed as domineering and self-interested, and Saints, like Old Maids, were seen as identifying too much with the downtrodden. Fortunately this negative regard did not stunt the growth of professionalism among social workers.
The fourth and final section of the book details developments in British Columbia in child welfare, the introduction of Mothers' Pension, and the development of family courts in that province. In the matter of family court cases, Diane Purvey points out that one unfair challenge faced by female clients at that time was that they were regarded by social workers as trouble makers who needed to embrace their femininity and "submit to counseling in order to uncover [their] unconscious desire for abuse" (276). Fortunately, things have changed somewhat since then.
Read the book. Its contents are heavily documented, but there is no index. This will require a page-by-page perusal for specific information, but the process will be well worth it. In her second novel, He Drown She in the Sea, Shani Mootoo, Indo-TrinidadianCanadian writer, visual artist, and filmmaker, once again creates a masterful literary work that coheres around the themes of identity politics, belonging and the search
